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When President Fernando Henrique Cardoso took office Jan. 1, he was counting on his impressive
wave of popular approval and a majority support in Congress to translate into quick passage of
his proposed constitutional reforms. His first 100 days have, instead, found him battling increasing
opposition and calls for a national strike that threaten to derail his administration's policies.
Cardoso's impressive electoral victory last October was based largely on the success of his economic
policies that brought inflation under control and gave Brazilians a long- absent sense of stability.
Before taking office Cardoso said his administration's priority would be to reform the 1988
Constitution, changing the social security system, the tax system, and the economic structure to
cement the "Plan Real," the economic program he designed as finance minister in 1994. However,
Cardoso's plans have run into several obstacles both in Congress and with the public. Cardoso
sent the first proposed constitutional amendments to Congress on Feb. 16, expecting relatively easy
passage (see NotiSur, 03/03/95).
Cardoso's Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira (PSDB) counts on a majority in Congress, since
it has the formal support of the five major parties in the country. However, fissures are already
visible in the alliance, and the Partido Progresista (PP) has threatened to withdraw its support.
Some analysts say congressional opposition is in part based on legislators' fears about losing their
own generous retirement benefits if the reforms are passed. In addition, legislators are angered
by Cardoso's delay in allowing them to award thousands of public sector jobs to their supporters,
which the legislators expected in return for their support for the Cardoso administration's proposed
reforms.
"People thought that the constitutional reforms would be a piece of cake," said Alexandre Barros, a
Brasilia political consultant. "In the end the reforms are going to come out all right, but it's going to
take a lot longer than expected." On Mar. 16, Cardoso sent additional changes to Congress to reform
the social security system. Social security minister Reinhold Stephanes said the changes would
"give the same treatment to workers in the private sector as to those in public service." The changes
would unify the criteria for receiving benefits, eliminating differences between men and women,
between rural and urban workers, and among different categories of workers. They would also
eliminate lifetime job security for state workers, set the maximum pension that could be collected,
and set the minimum age for eligibility.
The proposed changes generated widespread public opposition and deputy Miro Teixeira of the
opposition Partido Democratico Laborista said there is not enough congressional support at present
to pass the changes to the social security system. Although the social security reforms are by far
the most unpopular of the constitutional changes proposed to date, the other measures, especially
those paving the way for privatization, also face opposition. To pass a constitutional amendment
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requires approval by three-fifths of the 81 senators and 513 deputies, and frequent absenteeism
among legislators increases the difficulty in amassing the necessary support for passage. Moreover,
public opposition to Cardoso's proposed reforms is unexpectedly strong, especially from labor. The
Central Unica dos Trabalhadores (CUT) has threatened several times to call a general strike if the
government does not withdraw the proposed amendments that would raise the minimum age for
retirement and scrap many of the proposed privatizations of state enterprises.
More than 10,000 protesters marched in the capital of Brasilia on March 22 objecting to the reforms.
It was the first large-scale protest to Cardoso's policies since he took office. That march was
followed by another, estimated at more than 15,000, on April 5, with protesters demonstrating in
front of the presidential palace, the Ministry of Education, and in front of Congress. In addition
to the constitutional reforms, the demonstrators were protesting low salaries for teachers and
poor educational conditions. The CUT has called for a general strike April 26 and 27 to protest
the reforms. After the proposed social security changes caused such a negative reaction, the
administration decided to move more slowly with those reforms and concentrate instead on other
economic measures. In addition to delaying action on social security, the administration divided
the proposed social security amendments into four separate proposals. Although the subdivision is
aimed at making the debate over social security reform more manageable by focusing on specific
amendments, critics say the measure could destroy whatever coherence existed in the original
proposal.
On April 5, the congressional parties agreed that voting on the constitutional changes would begin
on April 18, looking first at privatization of natural gas distribution. Meanwhile, on March 24,
Cardoso went to the impoverished northeastern state of Ceara where he announced an ambitious
but no less controversial land reform program. The president's plan would distribute 1 million
hectares of land to 280,000 families by the end of 1998, which would more than double the amount
of land distributed to landless peasants since the end of military rule in 1985. "We are carrying out
agrarian reform within the law, respecting procedures, but speeding up the process because the
people have urgent needs," Cardoso said. Disputes between campesinos and large landowners
have been an ongoing source of violence in Brazil during the past ten years, and the exodus of
people from the countryside to the slums of the large cities has caused mushrooming urban social
problems. Nevertheless, critics say Cardoso's agrarian reform will surely anger large landowners
while not making a significant dent in the problem of landlessness, since an estimated 4.8 million
campesino families do not have land to farm.
Despite his domestic problems, on April 17 Cardoso went to the US to encourage foreign investment
in Brazil. While there, he assured prospective investors that "within three or four months" the
constitutional reforms would be passed. He also sought to reassure US businesses of the soundness
of Brazil's economy. Brazil has felt some effects from the Mexican financial crisis, despite the
differences in the two country's economies and the relative strength of Brazil's economy (see
Chronicle of Latin American Economic Affairs, 02/23/95 and 03/16/95). Still, since Cardoso took
office, the country's trade surplus has reverted to a monthly trade deficit, capital flight has reached
US$7 billion, and foreign reserves have plummeted. Given these financial strains, the government
was forced to devalue the real in early March. As a result, although economic analysts believe
that Brazil's economy is still strong, investors and Brazilians are understandably nervous. That
nervousness, plus the controversy regarding constitutional reforms, has decreased Cardoso's
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popularity in recent weeks. According to Vox Populi, his approval rating, which was 64% when
he took office, dropped to 47% in February, and then to 43% in March. (Sources: Associated Press,
03/23/95; Inter Press Service, 03/16/95, 03/22/95, 03/24/95; Agence France-Presse, 03/16/95, 03/17/95,
03/24/95, 03/28/95, 04/05/95, 04/10/95; Notimex, 04/05/95, 04/17/95; Reuter, 03/22/95, 03/24/95,
04/02/95, 04/19/95)
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